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     About 110 soldiers with the South Dakota Army National Guard's Alpha Battery,       
1-147th Field Artillery Battalion and 147th Forward Support Company arrived in the 
United States on Wednesday, July 8, after serving on a 10-month deployment to Eu-
rope.   
     The units arrived at Fort Bliss, Texas, where they will spend the next several weeks 
completing demobilization requirements before returning to South Dakota. 
     The units deployed in support of Operation Atlantic Resolve, which builds readiness, 
increases interoperability and enhances the bond between ally and partner militaries 
using multinational training events in Bulgaria, Estonia, Hungary, Latvia, Lithuania, Po-
land and Romania. 
     The Aberdeen-based Alpha Battery is equipped with the Multiple Launch Rocket 
System, or MLRS, and provides artillery support to a brigade, division, corps or coali-
tion task force. The Watertown-based Forward Support Company is a multifunctional 
logistics unit which 
provides supply and 
maintenance sup-
port. 
     Details of the 
unit's arrival to 
South Dakota and 
welcome home 
event will be an-
nounced at a later 
date once con-
firmed. 
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Sfvahcs surpasses 1,413 

video visits in 2020 

     The U.S. Department of Veterans Affairs (VA) recently announced that video telehealth appointments to 
veterans’ homes increased over 1000%, as veterans increasingly chose virtual care through VA Video Con-
nect during the Covid-19 pandemic. In Sioux Falls, Aberdeen, Watertown, Sioux City, Wagner, and Spirit 
Lake, the Sioux Fall VA Health Care System has conducted over 1,413 telehealth appointments between 
Oct. 2, 2019 - June 30, 2020. 
     VA Video Connect allows Veterans and their caregivers to meet virtually with their VA care teams on 
any computer, tablet, or mobile device with an internet connection. As in-person interactions decreased in 
response to the Covid-19 pandemic, the VA Video Connect supported veterans’ abilities to continue care 
and remain safely at home. Usage of video to home services has been increasing since mid-March with 
peak usage reaching over 29,000 appointments per day. 
     The increase at the Sioux Falls VA represents a 422% increase from Oct. 1, 2018 - June 1, 2019. Other 
telehealth milestones from the Sioux Falls VA include: 
• Partnering with County Veteran Service Officers (CVSOs) to provide telehealth services at two county 

courthouses. 
• Implementation of home telehealth (remote monitoring) for suspected or confirmed Covid-19 cas-

es to reduce hospitalizations for observation. 
• A virtual visitor program for all inpatient veterans to connect through video with their families. 
     The VA is also taking 
strides to bridge the digital 
divide for veterans who 
lack the technology or 
broadband internet con-
nectivity required to par-
ticipate in VA telehealth 
services. At the national 
level, VA is working with 
strategic partners, through 
the VA Secretary’s Center 
of Strategic Partnerships, 
to increase access to the technology that Veterans need to connect with their VA health care team virtual-
ly. 
     “As we near the three-year anniversary of the launch of VA Video Connect, even during these challeng-
ing times, the VA has and continues to maintain access to high-quality health care for veterans,” said Sioux 
Falls VA Medical Center Director Lisa Simoneau. “As the service becomes more popular, the VA remains 
committed to providing a seamless user experience to ensure veterans have access to care where and 
when they need it.” 
      

https://www.va.gov/opa/pressrel/pressrelease.cfm?id=5467
https://www.va.gov/opa/pressrel/pressrelease.cfm?id=5467
https://www.va.gov/opa/pressrel/pressrelease.cfm?id=5467
https://www.va.gov/scsp/
https://www.va.gov/scsp/
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National academies 

affirms scientific 

necessity of va canine 

research 
     A National Academies of Sciences, Engineering and Medicine (NASEM) study has affirmed the United 
States Department of Veterans Affairs’ (VA) position that canine research is “scientifically necessary” for 
certain areas of research that benefit seriously disabled veterans. 
     An independent committee assembled by NASEM to examine the issue determined that use of canines is 
necessary for VA research into spinal cord injury and heart disease and will 
need to continue for the foreseeable future. It also found that current VA 
animal research programs are meeting and exceeding all federal regulations 
and guidelines.  
     The study was commissioned by the VA to provide an independent, rig-
orous and unbiased look at how the ethics of research with animals, togeth-
er with scientific principles, must inform the process of determining what 
research to conduct. The study will help ensure that the debate surrounding 
this issue is grounded in careful analysis, scientific consensus and facts. 
     “This study confirms what we’ve said all along: at this point canine re-
search is the only viable option for developing and testing certain treat-
ments to improve the quality of life of some seriously disabled veterans,” 
said VA Secretary Robert Wilkie. 
     VA canine research has led to the development of the cardiac pacemaker 
(1950s), liver transplantation (1960s), the use of ablation to treat cardiac 
arrhythmias (late 1990s-early 2000s) and improved techniques for hip re-
placement surgery (1990s).  
     Most recently, canine research in Cleveland involving VA researchers led to the development of a device 
that allows paralyzed patients to breathe without a ventilator, cough independently and communicate with 
a stronger voice. This device gave veterans increased independence and significantly reduced respiratory 
infections and hospitalizations.  
     The VA has reduced its use of canines in research to the absolute minimum required at this time to fulfill 
its commitment to finding treatments for veterans with life-threatening health conditions.   
     But the VA has supported this type of research for decades and continues to do so because it is abso-
lutely necessary to better treat life-threatening health conditions in our veterans. 
     To see how canine research benefits veterans, visit this link. 
 

https://www.nap.edu/catalog/25772/necessity-use-and-care-of-laboratory-dogs-at-the-us-department-of-veterans-affairs
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=OuOrDzf-6TA&feature=youtu.be
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In their efforts to assist in controlling the coronavirus, Standing Rock Sioux 
Tribe Department of Veterans Affairs is providing veterans being transported 
to their scheduled medical appointments with a COVID-19 Travel Pack.  
     SRST Department of Veterans Affairs are hopeful that the veteran will 
read the materials and make good choices during this pandemic.  
 

Srst distributes covid-19 

travel packs 

211 is now available to all 

residents of south dakota 

     The Helpline Center began offering the 211 Helpline in South Dakota in 2001.  Since that time they've 
worked with many communities throughout the state to expand the service to additional locations. 
     With the recent passage of Sen-
ate Bill 2 through the South Dakota 
Legislature this year, the 211 Help-
line phone number is now available 
to everyone in our state. The 211 
Helpline can be called 24/7 by any-
one needing information or sup-
port - whether financial, family, 
mental health, or disaster-related. 
     Each year their professionally 
trained staff respond to more than 
45,000 calls, texts, and emails, 
providing help for simple and com-
plex questions.  
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Help heal veterans 

donates craft kits to va 

hospitals to help provide 

activities for veterans 
     The U.S. Department of Veterans Affairs (VA) announced  Help Heal Veterans has provided nearly 50,000 
craft kits, since the start of the COVID-19 pandemic in March, to more than 90 VA facilities for veterans who 
are isolated. 
     The department’s VA Volun-
tary Service and Recreation 
Therapy Service are working 
with VA providers to identify 
veteran inpatients and outpa-
tients to receive the craft 
kits which will be accompanied 
by other leisure activities and information about VA programs and services. 
     “Part of the VA’s charge is to support the positive mental health of veterans and these crafts and leisure 
activities will benefit that effort,” said VA Secretary Robert Wilkie. “Help Heal Veterans offerings will pro-
vide more than 70,000 hours of activity helping to keep our veterans productively engaged — giving them a 
positive sense of accomplishment upon completion.” 
     VA recreation therapists nationwide share that veterans living with disabilities, pain, anxiety, addiction 
or depression, especially during the pandemic, enjoy the craft kits and experience multiple benefits includ-
ing — keeping their hands busy while helping to maintain dexterity. Many veterans gift the finished crafts 
to friends, family and other veterans. VA Peer Support Specialists have also distributed the craft kits to vet-
erans in the community.             
     Help Heal Veterans has had a long-standing partnership with the VA and typically provide kits in catego-
ries such as masks, leatherwork, woodwork, jewelry, paint-by-numbers, needlecrafts, poster art, scrap-
books, model cars, airplanes, boats, and more. In a recent Help Heal Veterans survey of veterans who have 
used the kits, 94% polled reported the kits gave them a more positive outlook on life and 98% reported the 
kits divert their attention to healthy coping practices. 
     The therapeutic and rehabilitative benefits of crafting for VA patients is especially significant for veterans 
living with Post Traumatic Stress Disorder and Traumatic Brain Injuries. 
To learn more about recreation therapy or volunteer with VA, visit Recreation Therapy or Voluntary Service. 

https://www.healvets.org/
https://www.volunteer.va.gov/
https://www.volunteer.va.gov/
https://www.prosthetics.va.gov/rectherapy/index.asp
https://www.prosthetics.va.gov/rectherapy/index.asp
https://www.healvets.org/how-we-heal/heal-vets-craft-kits
https://www.healvets.org/how-we-heal/heal-vets-craft-kits
https://www.blogs.va.gov/VAntage/40507/va-peer-support-specialists-help-veterans-develop-and-implement-personal-recovery-plans/
https://www.ptsd.va.gov/
https://www.mentalhealth.va.gov/tbi/index.asp
https://www.prosthetics.va.gov/rectherapy/index.asp
http://www.volunteer.va.gov/
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Va launches covid-19 

screening tool 

     The U.S. Department of Veterans Affairs (VA) announced 
the launching of a digital COVID-19 screening tool to stream-
line veteran access to medical care during the coronavirus 
pandemic. 
     The tool, designed with veteran and staff input, enables 
the screening of more than 10,000 people each day. 
     Veterans, their caregivers, and VA health care employees 
can use this tool on their mobile phones before entering fa-
cilities. It takes less than a minute to complete and helps re-
duce wait times, lowers exposure risk and eases patient 
stress. It also helps veterans gain confidence with increased 
digital interactions as part of their VA health care experi-
ence.   
     “This screening tool emphasizes the ongoing importance 
of the VA’s investment in digital modernization, as it went 
from initial concept to national availability in less than two 
weeks,” said VA Secretary Robert Wilkie. “In addition to 
providing a broad range of innovations and improvements 
that significantly benefit the veterans we serve; our culture 
of innovation allows us to respond quickly to urgent and 
evolving needs.” 
     To protect patients and staff, the VA screens everyone for 
coronavirus symptoms and exposure each time they enter a 
health facility. VA staff uses the information received to di-
rect people to either enter the building or go to a designated 
area for additional screening. 
     Veterans, caregivers, and staff can use the tool by texting 
the word “SCREEN” to 53079 or scan a dedicated QR code 
with their mobile phone to get a link to the tool. They then 
answer a series of simple questions and share their results at 
the VA facility entrance. 
     For more about VA efforts to meet veteran and staff 
needs during the coronavirus pandemic, visit VA.gov corona-
virus FAQs and VA’s public health response. 

https://www.va.gov/covid19screen/
https://www.va.gov/coronavirus-veteran-frequently-asked-questions/
https://www.va.gov/coronavirus-veteran-frequently-asked-questions/
https://www.publichealth.va.gov/n-coronavirus/
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     The U.S. Department of Veterans Affairs (VA) is rolling out a new system in July for veterans and eligible 
beneficiaries to submit and track transportation reimbursement claims using the VA’s secure web-based 
portal, Access VA. 
     The Beneficiary Travel Self-Service System (BTSSS), which is accessible 24/7, 365 days a year, will simplify 
how eligible veterans and beneficiaries claim mileage reimbursement for travel to and from both VA health 
care or VA authorized non-VA health care service locations. 
     “The VA is working diligently to find new ways to innovate and simplify how we serve veterans and their 
beneficiaries,” said VA Secretary Robert Wilkie. “Streamlining the Beneficiary Travel Self-Service System will 
help our veterans get their travel reimbursements more securely and efficiently.” 
     BTSSS enables veterans and caregivers to submit claims for reimbursement of costs from a personally 
owned vehicle, common carrier, meals and/or lodging, and other travel related expenses such as tolls, 
parking and luggage. 
     The national implementation across Veterans Integrated Service Networks (VISN) will run in phases 
through November. The first phase will start in July and includes VA Salt Lake City Health Care System, Kan-
sas City VA Medical Center, Bay Pines VA Health Care System, Bay Pines, FL and Minneapolis VA Health 
Care System. The implementation will continue in phases beginning on the following dates:  
• September 8: VISN’s 1, 9, 12, 17, 21, 22 

• October 5: VISN’s 2, 6, 10, 15, 20 
• November 2: VISN’s 4, 5, 7, 8, 16, 19, 23  
     As BTSSS goes live, the use of kiosks will be discontinued however, in person claims and hard-copy sub-
missions are still available. For more information on BTSSS and eligibility, visit the VA Travel Pay Reimburse-
ment webpage. 

Va rolls out simplified 

travel reimbursement 

system for veterans 

https://access.va.gov/accessva/
https://www.va.gov/health-care/get-reimbursed-for-travel-pay/
https://www.va.gov/directory/guide/map.asp?dnum=1
https://www.va.gov/health-care/get-reimbursed-for-travel-pay/
https://www.va.gov/health-care/get-reimbursed-for-travel-pay/
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Va receives funding from 

the us postal service for 

ptsd research 
     The U.S. Department of Veterans Affairs (VA) announced, during national Post-traumatic Stress Aware-
ness (PTSD) month, VA’s National Center for PTSD will fund more research about PTSD. 
This is thanks to the proceeds from the Healing PTSD semipostal stamp, which was issued in December 
2019 by the U.S. Postal Service. 
     More than seven million stamps 
were sold from December 2019 to 
May, garnering upwards of 
$717,000 which have been dis-
bursed to the VA. 
     “Thanks to the millions of Amer-
icans who purchased the Healing 
PTSD stamp, the VA will continue 
to study, create awareness, edu-
cate, and develop policies which 
better the lives of veterans with 
PTSD,” said VA Secretary Robert Wilkie. “The stamp not only raises awareness about PTSD but will provide 
funding for needed research and education about trauma and PTSD treatment.” 
     Anyone who has seen or gone through a traumatic event, such as war, sexual assault, or a serious acci-
dent, can develop PTSD. As a result, they may experience problems sleeping, trouble concentrating, recur-
rent dreams about the trauma, intense reactions to reminders of the trauma, disturbances in relationships 
and/or isolation. However, PTSD can be treated. 
     The VA offers personalized effective treatments for PTSD including talk therapy and medication. During 
PTSD Awareness Month and all year round, the VA encourages veterans to find out more about PTSD and 
treatment. 
     This initiative is aligned to the President’s Roadmap to Empower Veterans and End a National Tragedy 
of Suicide (PREVENTS), a nationwide plan to raise awareness about mental health, and connect veterans 
and others at risk of suicide to federal and local resources. 
For more information about PTSD, visit www.ptsd.va.gov. 
If you or someone you know is having thoughts of suicide, contact the Veterans Crisis Line to receive free, 
confidential support and crisis intervention available 24 hours a day, 7 days a week, 365 days a year. Call 1-
800-273-8255 and Press 1, text to 838255, or chat online at VeteransCrisisLine.net/Chat. 
 

https://www.ptsd.va.gov/
https://about.usps.com/newsroom/national-releases/2019/1202-healing-ptsd-semipostal-fundraising-stamp-on-sale-today-nationwide.htm
https://www.ptsd.va.gov/understand_tx/talk_therapy.asp
https://www.ptsd.va.gov/understand_tx/medications.asp
https://www.va.gov/opa/pressrel/pressrelease.cfm?id=5469
https://www.va.gov/opa/pressrel/pressrelease.cfm?id=5469
http://www.ptsd.va.gov/
https://www.veteranscrisisline.net/get-help/chat
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      The U.S. Department of Veterans Affairs (VA) announced  their support for the Suicide Prevention 988 
expansion initiative, a new national three-digit emergency telephone number to access crisis call centers 
across the country for suicide prevention and mental health services, including the Veterans Crisis Line, by 
July 2022. 
     The VA is working alongside the Federal Communications Commission, the Substance Abuse and Mental 
Health Services Administration, and the National Suicide Prevention Lifeline to implement and activate the 
988 expansion. 
     “The 988 three-digit number will help veterans and non-veteran call-
ers quickly access help in times of crisis and open the door to engage new 
individuals in life-saving care,” said VA Secretary Robert Wilkie.     “The 
Veterans Crisis Line will continue to remain available 24/7, 365 days a 
year, by calling 1-800-273-8255 and pressing 1.” 
     Once activated, the 988 expansion will also grant the VA the oppor-
tunity to collaborate with the suicide prevention community across the United States. 
     This initiative is aligned with the President’s Roadmap to Empower Veterans and End a National Tragedy 
of Suicide (PREVENTS) program, a nationwide plan to raise awareness about mental health, and connect 
veterans and others at risk of suicide to federal and local resources. 
     If you or someone you know is having thoughts of suicide, contact the Veterans Crisis Line to receive 
free, confidential support and crisis intervention available 24 hours a day, 7 days a week, 365 days a year. 
Call 1-800-273-8255 and Press 1, text to 838255, or chat online at VeteransCrisisLine.net/Chat. 

 

Va supports 988 expansion 

for national suicide 

prevention crisis line and 

crisis line access 

https://www.fcc.gov/news-events/blog/2019/11/20/small-number-big-difference
https://www.fcc.gov/news-events/blog/2019/11/20/small-number-big-difference
https://www.veteranscrisisline.net/
http://www.fcc.gov/
https://www.samhsa.gov/
https://www.samhsa.gov/
https://suicidepreventionlifeline.org/
https://www.va.gov/opa/pressrel/pressrelease.cfm?id=5469
https://www.va.gov/opa/pressrel/pressrelease.cfm?id=5469
https://www.veteranscrisisline.net/get-help/chat
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White house/va launch 

reach 
     The White House and the United States Department of Veterans Affairs (VA) launched the REACH na-
tional public health campaign aimed at empowering all Americans to play a critical role in preventing sui-
cide.  
     The goal of REACH, which was established by the President’s Roadmap to Empower Veterans and End a 
National Tragedy of Suicide (PREVENTS), is to change the conversation around suicide by urging people to 
recognize their own risk and protective factors — as well as the risk and protective factors of their loved 
ones.  
     “REACH will empower our nation’s veterans to seek and receive help and it will encourage them to 
reach out to their brothers and sisters in need who may be vulnerable,” said VA Secretary Robert Wilkie. 
“The power of this campaign will change how we talk about mental health and suicide in our nation. It will 
ensure that those in need, especially the men and women who have served our great nation, will receive 
the care and support they deserve."  
     “The REACH campaign will inspire and educate all Americans — encouraging them to share their own 
struggles and to reach out to those who are hurting. It will engage our veterans to help lead the way as we 
change how we think about, talk about, and address suicide,” said PREVENTS Executive Director Dr. Barba-
ra Van Dahlen. “I urge everyone to go to wearewithinreach.net and take the PREVENTS Pledge to REACH 
and be part of the solution. Together, we will prevent suicide.”  
     The website also includes information on factors that may protect against suicide, such as belonging to a 
faith-based community, healthy family relationships, having a purpose in life and strong problem-solving 
skills. REACH encourages everyone to intentionally strengthen their protective factors — to care for their 
emotional health and well-being just as they do their physical well-being.  
     Although suicide is preventable, the nation is facing an epidemic in deaths, with 132 Americans dying by 
suicide each day. In 2017 there were 47,173 suicide deaths and an estimated 1.4 million suicide attempts. 
For veterans, the overall suicide rate is 1.5 times higher and the female veteran suicide rate is 2.2 times 
higher than the general population after adjusting for age and/or gender.  
     To that end, the REACH campaign website, wearewithinreach, provides information to help people rec-
ognize risk factors for suicide, including financial stress, chronic illness or pain, isolation and mental illness, 
in themselves and in their loved ones. It also links to resources that can provide assistance in avoiding the 
hopelessness that can lead to suicide.  
     Campaign messages and imagery using the hashtag #REACHNow will be evident on a wide range of digi-
tal platforms immediately after the launch. The website will include a video public service announcement 
supported by a partnership with the PenFed Foundation and SoldierStrong and created by Tree Media. 
Media covering this issue can download VA’s Safe Messaging Best Practices fact sheet for important guid-
ance on how to communicate about suicide. 
     If you or someone you know are experiencing thoughts of suicide or are in crisis, please contact the Na-
tional Suicide Prevention Lifeline for confidential support 24 hours a day at 800-273-8255. Veterans 
and service members, including National Guard and Reserve, who need immediate help should call the 1-
800 number and press 1 to reach the Veterans Crisis Line, chat online at www.veteranscrisisline.net/get-
help/chat or text 838255. 

https://www.va.gov/PREVENTS/
https://www.va.gov/PREVENTS/
http://wearewithinreach.net/
http://wearewithinreach.net/
https://www.mentalhealth.va.gov/suicide_prevention/docs/OMH-086-VA-OMHSP-Safe-Messaging-Factsheet-4-9-2019.pdf
http://www.veteranscrisisline.net/get-help/chat
http://www.veteranscrisisline.net/get-help/chat
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Jul 10—VABHHCS VSO Congressional Forum—Bldg. 145—Room 108—Fort Meade VAMC—10:00 am (MT) 
Jul 22– SD Veterans Council—Military Alliance Building—1600 W. Russell Street—Sioux Falls—9:00 am (CT) 
Aug 5-11—HyVee Stores “Operation Helpful Smile” DAV Fundraiser—Sioux Falls 
Aug 6—Nation A&W Root Beer Float Day  
Aug 24—Barrel House Day of Giving for Midwest Honor Flight—Sioux Falls 
Aug 24-27—SDDVA Annual Benefit School—Ramkota Conference Center—Pierre 
Sep 3—Veterans Day at the SD State Fair 
Sep 3-7—SD State Fair 
Sep 5—DAV/727 Poker Run—Swiftel Center—Brookings 
Sep 7—State Offices Closed 
Sep 11—VABHHCS VSO Congressional Forum—VFW Post 1273—Rapid City—10:00 am (MT) 
Sep 18—POW/MIA Day Ceremony—Veterans Memorial Park—Sioux Falls—6:30 pm 
Sep 18—Veterans Stand Down—SD Military Heritage Alliance Building—Sioux Falls—9:00 am—2:00 pm (CT) 
Nov 13—VABHHCS VSO Congressional Forum—Domiciliary Auditorium—Hot Springs VAMC—10:00 am (MT) 
Dec 1—Governor’s State of the Budget Address—1:00 pm (CT) 
Jan 12—Governor’s State of the State Address—1:00 pm (CT) 
Jan 13—SDDVA/SD Veterans Council Legislative Reception 
 
 
 
 
 

Audry Ricketts, Public Information Officer 

South Dakota Department of the Military http://military.sd.gov 

South Dakota Department of Veterans Affairs http://vetaffairs.sd.gov 

Soldiers and Sailors Building  -  425 E Capitol Avenue 

Pierre, SD 57501 

Phone: 605-773-8242  

E-mail address: audry.ricketts@state.sd.us 
 

 

Upcoming events 

http://mva.sd.gov/
mailto:audry.ricketts@state.sd.us

